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Colias: Book Review: <i>By Wonders and By War.</i> A Novel. Chicago: Swis

IV. REVIEWS AND NOTES

Carol Williams, By .Wonders and By War. A Novel. Chicago:
Swiss-American Historical Society, 1999. vi, 508 pp.
Often, historians neglect or embellish episodes of the past according to their own
biases and viewpoints. Thus, history is a lattice-work of varying interpretations. Yet in Carol
Williams' novel, the reader discovers that fiction is sometimes able to fill some of the gaps
inherent in this historical lattice-work. Her work, although fictional, respectfully illuminates a
contentious and paramount epoch of American history - the American Revolution. With
meticulous research and an intimate familiarity with the South Carolina landscape, Williams
describes the experience of three Swiss families struggling to make sense of a time in which
their world seemed turned upside down.
The Lienhardts are backcountry settlers and farmers of South Carolina' s Congarees
River Basin during the American Revolution. Johannes, from Switzerland's Toggenburg
Valley, is the patriarch of the Lienhardt family. His wife Madie grew up in Zurich before
emigrating to Amsterdam and eventually to Charlestown, South Carolina, where they were
married. The story begins in 1780 as the theater of war shifts increasingly southward. The
Lienhardts and their eight children, along with their distant neighbors, the Rieders, become
enmeshed in difficult decisions of allegiance and participation in war. Faced with constant
raids by both Tory and Whig soldiers, sons leaving to join local militias and the everyday _.
hazards of eighteenth century backcountry life, each family struggles for cohesion and ·
survival.
Some postmodernist historians claim that it is impossible to empathize with people
who lived in the past, maintaining that people in the past assigned completely different
meanings to their worlds than we do today. 1 Williams' empathetic account challenges this
notion. First, Williams seems to have keen insight into the human condition. She has
thoroughly developed each of the main characters, male and female, young and old.
Identifying with the characters, one senses the unspoken love between brothers Joggi and
Heiri, the humble wisdom of Johannes, and of course, the terrible surrealism of battle. The
wanderlust of youth is a recurring theme. Johannes and Madie' s oldest son Joggi, and
Madie' s cousin Rudi Naffels share a passion to roam and often dream of the lands that lie
beyond the Blue Ridge. Usually their longing is tempered by love of family and an almost
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holy appreciation for the place they call home. In this vein, Williams poetically demonstrates
the magic of the South Carolina landscape and its inhabitants' firm attachment to it. This
'sense of place' runs as a direct current through the novel and is one of its greatest strengths.
However, there is some limitation to Williams' empathy. In 1780, South Carolina was a
cultural crossroads consisting of European-Americans, enslaved African-Americans, and
displaced Catawbas and Cherokees. While Johannes, Rudi and others reflect upon the
injustices leveled upon enslaved and indigenous peoples, these peoples never are developed as
speaking characters. Nevertheless, the author is extremely sensitive to historical detail. She
accurately describes the major players and logistics of such pivotal battles as the Cowpens,
King's Mountain, and Eutaw Springs. Furthermore, she demonstrates an uncanny knowledge
of backcountry folkways and expertise.
The novel raises some important historical issues. Most significant is the complexity
of the American Revolution. Questions of allegiance and motivation are constantly portrayed
through individual experiences. Some historians lead us to believe that backcountry settlers
were pawns played by King George and a few enlightened Bostonians and Virginians.
Williams' work challenges this monolithic interpretation. She portrays the South Carolina
Swiss as fiercely independent, not deferential to the will of outside influence. In addition, their
motivations are seen as complex, reaching far beyond the basic ideologies of 'liberty' and
'loyalty' . The author aptly describes the situation as 'a snagged web, a many-sided, wormy
web bunched in the crotch of a tree.• Cultural dynamism and adaptation is another interesting
theme. Most of the Lienhardts speak little English and proudly adhere to Old World
traditions. Some characters, like old Elsbeth Rieder, long for home and lament the harsh
conditions they have come to endure. Yet the characters see the Congarees as home, and it
becomes ingrained in their culture and their being. In a broader sense, they see themselves as ·
Americans and as integral pieces of the embattled landscape.
A good novel occasionally exposes the underlying human element entrenched among
the various movements, eras, developments and dissolutions often employed to explain the
past. In a like manner, Carol Williams' procession of adventures, heartbreaks, triumphs and
tragedies ushers the reader into the disarray of the American Revolution. Those interested in
riveting drama in the context of legitimate historical analysis will not be disappointed.
Christopher Colias
University of Illinois at Chicago
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